By exploring the different roles women have historically played in jihadist movements, this policy brief aims to broaden the understanding of women's positions in, and their relevance for contemporary jihadism. Women have maintained and propagated jihadist ideology, supported their jihadist husbands, raised their children according to jihadist ideology, recruited others, helped create alliances through strategic marriages, raised funds and transported messages, weapons and goods. On a smaller scale, women have taken on operational roles in the planning and execution of attacks, including as suicide bombers. As the principal focus in understanding (global) jihadism is often on perpetrators and leaders -positions in which women are underrepresented in jihadist movements -women's facilitative and supportive contributions are often poorly understood and assessed. This policy brief demonstrates that women's roles have been complementary to men's and argues that women form an integral part of contemporary jihadism that cannot be seen as separate from or secondary to men's contributions to jihad.
Since the proclamation of the so-called 'Caliphate' by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi on 29 June 2014, hundreds of women and teenaged girls from all over the world travelled or attempted to travel to Syria and Iraq to join the self-styled Islamic State (IS). From the Netherlands, over eighty women have travelled to IS-controlled territory since 2012. 1 From the United Kingdom and France, these numbers are even higher, respectively around 145 2 and 200 3 women and teenaged girls. This phenomenon has prompted a (renewed) interest in women's role in jihad. Studies of the roles of (predominantly) Western women in IS so far show that these women mostly played supportive or facilitative roles as mothers and wives, as propagandists, and as recruiters. Some women have been involved in educative, administrative, logistical, social, and medical positions. On a smaller scale, women in IS have been involved in operational positions, including those that are related to the planning or execution of attacks. 4 There has been increased attention for women's significance as proselytisers for jihad and their potential frontline roles, particularly since the rise of female suicide bombers from the mid-1980s onwards. Yet, it often remains poorly understood how to interpret women's supportive and facilitative capabilities in waging jihad and, as a consequence, how to asses women's relevance for jihad. Drawing from existing literature, this policy brief explores the different roles women have played in jihadism in the past to offer a deeper understanding and interpretation of their relevance to this form of violence.
The aim of this policy brief is to use historical illustrations to broaden the understanding of the different roles that women can play in contemporary jihadism and how these roles may be understood. While this brief will commence with a short discussion of jihadist doctrine regarding the permissibility of women in militant operations, it is not the aim of this brief to provide an exhaustive theological overview regarding this matter. This introduction merely has the purpose of pointing out the controversy within jihadist ideology concerning the position of women in militant jihad. Subsequently, the discussion focuses on women's roles as mothers and wives; as propagandists and recruiters; as facilitators and enabler and as planners, plotters and attackers and on how these roles can be interpreted and understood.
Definition of terms: jihad and jihadism
Jihad can generally be translated as struggle. Within Islam, there is a distinction between two forms of jihad. There is the inner struggle to do 'the right thing', a struggle against temptation. For the majority of the Muslim community, this inner jihad is a daily practice ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 1 "Jihadist Women, a Threat not to be Underestimated," General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD), November 2017. 2 Seran de Leede, R. Haubfleisch, K. Korolkova, M. Natter, "Radicalisation and violent extremism -focus on women: how women become radicalized and how to empower them to prevent radicalization," EU parliament, (December 2017 of their faith. The term jihad is also used to refer to fighting injustice and oppression, spreading and defending Islam, and creating a just society through preaching, teaching and armed struggle or holy war.
5 When this policy brief refers to jihad, it refers to this latter interpretation and not to the inner struggle of individual believers.
The origins of contemporary jihadism can be traced back to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s. Starting out as a defensive jihad against the Soviet invasion, it evolved into a proxy war with recruits travelling to Afghanistan to support the Mujahedeen (jihadist fighters) from all over the world.
6 During and after the jihad in Afghanistan, and under the influence of ideologues such as Abdallah Azzam and Osama bin Laden, 7 modern jihadism developed into a transnational ideology with strong antiWestern views. 8 Rather than an organised, singular movement, the jihadist movement should be considered a loose network of actors, connected through similar views and subject to constantly changing alliances. Nevertheless, it shares the broad goals of safeguarding what they see as 'true' Islam and establishing its supremacy over enemies both internal and external by returning to a puritanical and literalist understanding of the faith found in Salafism.
9 Jihadists constitute one of several currents within the Salafist movement, set apart by their belief that violence alone can save a beleaguered community of true believers and pave the road to final victory. 10 The discussion of women's role in Jihad
The classical Islamic literature does not provide for one particular reading of what are 'permissible' roles for women in jihad. During the early Islamic battles in the seventh century, women predominantly took care of wounded fighters, brought food and water to the battlefield and encouraged their (male) family members to support and join the struggle.
11 However, the classical texts also refer to women who fought in the early years of Islam. Umm Umarah, for example, defended the prophet in the battle of Uhud. She fought in at least six battles during her lifetime. 12 Other women include Mohammed's wife Ayesha, who led the battle of the Camel, his granddaughter Zaynab, who fought in the battle of Karbala, and Khawlah bint al-Azwar, who took part in the battle against the Byzantines.
13 While these women were never commanded by the prophet Mohammed to fight, he was said to have praised them for their sacrifice and bravery.
14 Similarly, modern-day leading jihadist ideologues and clerics are equivocal regarding the permitted role for women in jihad. They honour the historic women who fought to defend Islam and consider them iconic heroines. 15 Yet, rarely have they explicitly encouraged or called on women to take part in combatant positions themselves. 16 So far, only Chechen separatists, al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), and Boko Haram have allowed women in militant positions, mostly as suicide operatives, on a significant scale. The following section will explore this in more detail. Predominantly, women are ascribed supportive and facilitative roles, as mothers, daughters and wives of male fighters. 17 The statements of various jihadist leaders on the relevance of these supportive roles show that they are not considered to be of secondary importance. Yusuf al-Uyayri , the first leader of al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and an influential jihadist ideologue stated, for example, that the success or failure of jihad depends on the commitment and support of women. 18 Moreover, Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda's current leader Ayman al-Zawahiri emphasized the importance of women's role in jihad as mothers and wives. 19 
Women in militant positions
Employing women in combatant positions, including as suicide bombers, brings several advantages for jihadist movements. Besides doubling the pool of potential recruits, these tactical and strategic advantages are related to gendered assumptions about women and violence. As women are mostly perceived as the victims of violence rather than the perpetrators, they are often seen as less of a (security) threat. They therefore attract less security attention than men and, as a consequence, can enter crowded areas more easily without raising suspicion and have a better chance to pass through checkpoints undetected. 20 Also, because women are generally not seen as perpetrators of violence, their deployment in combat roles has proven to send a powerful message of intimidation and imply that nobody is safe if 'even women' carry out violent attacks. 21 It provides jihadist movements with the advantage of increased media attention and it underscores the seriousness of the cause if 'even women' are prepared to engage in violence. In addition, including women in combatant positions can have a shaming effect on men, impelling them to participate in jihad. 22 The online propaganda magazine of IS, Dabiq, for example, wrote that because men fail to take their responsibility in jihad, women carry out attacks in their place. 23 Similarly, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the deceased former leader of AQI, remarked in a website posting: 'are there no men, so that we have to recruit women?' 24 Al-Zarqawi also declared in a speech that if men did not want to be knights, they should make room for the women to wage war and men can take the eyeliner. 25 ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… However, despite these potential advantages of using women in combatant roles and suicide missions, few jihadist groups in the past have explicitly accepted women in such roles. military contributions, and praises them for their heroic job of watching over the homes and children of the mujahedeen. 38 In their charter, Hamas also clearly states that one of the main duties of women is to raise the next generation of fighters.
39
Women themselves have also emphasised their importance in jihad as mothers and wives. The mother of a Hamas suicide bomber said in a television interview that it is the responsibility of mothers to constantly remind their sons of their religious obligation to partake in jihad. 40 The women of Hezbollah do the same and encourage their daughters to marry Hezbollah fighters. 41 Women in the Southeast Asian Jemaah Islamiyyah have kept the different cells and networks together through strategic marriages.
42 Asiya Andrabi, the leader of a conservative women's group in a radical Islamist movement in Kashmir 43 pleads for a strict separation of gender roles in jihad. Fighting jihad, she says, is a man's job. Women's task is to take care of the family. The reason for this, she argues, is simple. If women would also fight in jihad, who is going to raise the children? Andrabi stresses women should not participate in military operations, as this will cause social instability. 44 Women should encourage their men to join jihad and they should offer them moral support, so men can carry out their tasks. However, she adds, if the time comes that women are needed to pick up arms, they will be more than ready to do so. 45 
Propagandists and recruiters
The supportive role of women extends, however, beyond that of mother and wife. The rise of the Internet in particular has provided women the opportunity to propagate and disseminate jihadist ideology on an unprecedented scale, enabling them to reach out to both men and women. For example, the Belgian-Moroccan Malika el-Aroud singlehandedly ran an online jihadist network where she glorified the jihad in Afghanistan against the Soviet Union, propagated a jihadist worldview, and disseminated messages and images that underscored her conviction of the worldwide suppression of Muslims.
46 Like el-Aroud, the women around the Dutch Hofstadgroup were also highly active online and disseminated inflammatory material, glorified violence, and translated and spread jihadist texts. 47 Female supporters of al-Qaeda have similarly reached out to other women, through online glossy magazines in which they reminded other women of their religious obligation to support jihad. 51 Such social activities can increase popular support as it helps create a positive, sympathetic and social image of the group. Women of Hamas are also active as logisticians and facilitators, 52 as are women in al-Qaeda, who have been known to have opened bank accounts, translated documents and carried out book-keeping duties for the network. 53 These roles have also been taken on by women in the Jemaah Islamiyyah. 54 Women of al-Shabaab have similarly been known to raise funds for the movement (also from within the United States and Europe). 55 Planners, plotters and attackers Lastly, women have been involved in the plotting and execution of terrorist violence, albeit on a smaller scale than the aforementioned roles. Aafia Siddique ended up on the 2003 American Most Wanted List after she was linked to a planned attack in Baltimore, D.C. Her name and email address were used to purchase equipment, manuals for assembling bombs and body armour. 56 Ahlam al-Tamimi played a crucial role in the planning of a suicide attack coordinated by Hamas on the Sbarro pizza restaurant in Jerusalem in 2001 that killed fifteen and left 130 people wounded. 57 The American Colleen LaRose was arrested in 2009 for her involvement in an attempted attack on the Swedish cartoonist Lars Vilks. 58 In another example, on 4 May 2010, Roshonara Choudhry, a British citizen of Bangladeshi origin, stabbed the British Member of Parliament Stephen Timms. She later told the police she stabbed him as a "punishment" for his parliamentary vote in favour of the 2003 Iraq War. 59 With her attack, Choudhry became the first would-be assassin linked to al-Qaeda in the United Kingdom and the first British woman convicted of a violent Islamist attack in the UK. 60 She received a life sentence, with a minimum of fifteen years for her assassination attempt. 61 As a final observation, it is interesting to see that women have been notably excluded from leadership positions in jihad. A notorious exception is the British Samantha Lewthwaite, the widow of one of the suicide bombers of the 7/7 attack on the London subway in 2005. She has been reported to be involved in the leadership of al-Shabaab. 62 Conclusion and policy recommendations ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… The roles that women have fulfilled in jihad have historically been different from those taken up by men. Leadership positions, for instance, have almost exclusively been taken on by men. Generally speaking, the same holds true for front-line positions. The ambiguity in the classical texts on the issue whether women are allowed to take part in combat roles offers jihadist groups the theological space to incorporate women in such positions if deemed necessary. However, despite the potential tactical advantages that could be gained by deploying women in operational roles -related to gendered assumptions about women and violence -few jihadist groups allow women in such roles. Those who do, predominantly deploy women as suicide operatives.
Within jihad, women have most frequently taken on supportive and facilitative roles. They have been active in propagating the jihadist ideology. Not only by supporting their jihadist husbands and raising a next generation of jihadist fighters, but also by disseminating jihadist propaganda, both online and offline, and by convincing others to join or support jihad. Furthermore, through strategic marriages, women have strengthened internal bonds between jihadist networks and groups and they have played important roles behind the scenes by raising funds for the jihadi struggle and by transporting messages, weapons and goods to different jihadi cells.
As women's roles are often less visible compared to men's, they can become easily overlooked, downplayed or considered of secondary importance by outside observers. However, as this policy brief has demonstrated, the ways in which women contribute to jihadi efforts are wide-ranging and diverse and their supportive and facilitative roles can be considered just as crucial for jihad as operational roles. Particularly in light of ensuring the continuity of the jihadi struggle -in terms of the influx of new fighters, popular and financial support and maintaining and expanding networks -these facilitating and supporting roles should not be underestimated. So, rather than being considered of secondary importance or subordinated to men's roles, women's roles should be viewed as complementary to and interconnected with them. Women and women's roles form an integral part of jihad. Recognising the relevance of women for jihad, and the myriad ways in which women can contribute to the jihadi cause, provides a more comprehensive understanding of (global) jihadism.
The preceding discussion leads to several policy-relevant recommendations. First of all, rather than focussing solely on the perpetrators of violent acts, the relevance of women's supportive roles should not be underestimated. Women have considerable agency in the context of jihadi groups. One implication of this is that policymakers and practitioners working to curb or prevent involvement in jihadism should not consider women solely as potential victims, coerced by their jihadist husbands into subservient roles, but as full-fledged actors in their own right.
Considering women as active rather than passive participants in jihad and increasing our understanding of why and how women end up in jihadi groups can inform preventative efforts. Although there is still a lot of ground to cover, research on gender-based aspects of (involvement in) extremism and terrorism is increasing.
63 Studies focusing on why Western women join or support IS so far show that these women are driven by many of the same factors as their male counterparts, including (but not limited to) a search for identity, a sense of religious duty, to defend the Ummah, to help build and live in the Islamic State, to be part of something bigger and divine, a sense of adventure, the ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… prospect of a clean slate and expressing societal discontent. 64 However, that is not to say that there are no gender-specific drivers. Awareness of these gendered motivations could prove useful for policymakers and practitioners working to prevent women's involvement in jihadism. Research so far has identified the following gendered differences.
First of all, the Carter Center found that IS has produced a highly-gendered narrative in which women are offered alternative concepts of freedom and empowerment, based on Islamic virtues. In this narrative, Western feminism is portrayed as imperialist and exclusively advantageous for white women, leaving little to no room for Islamic women and their values. IS promises women the opportunity to free themselves from the superficial and materialistic principles that are imposed on them by the West and to reclaim their true identity as intended by God, promising women perspective, meaning and self-worth. 65 Deradicalisation and prevent programmes aimed at radicalised Islamist women and girls could expand on this by offering women an alternative route to empowerment within the context of Islam, for example by including an Islamic feminist approach.
Second, women and girls can be exposed to radicalisation differently. The developer of a Dutch prevention-, intervention-and deradicalisation programme explains that adolescent women with a Muslim background deal with different issues compared to their male peers. She describes how in many Muslim cultures, women's (sexual) behaviour is directly linked to the family honour. Often, girls are prohibited to have contact with boys and issues around (female) sexuality are not discussed within the family sphere. As underscored by different cases in the Netherlands where young girls with questions about their identity and their sexuality within Islam were approached by recruiters, this exposes Islamic girls to a gender-specific vulnerability to radicalisation.
Several of these girls were told by recruiters that within Islam, women too have the opportunity to explore their sexuality. Through informal marriages, they were told, women are allowed to have physical contact with men. However, after the consummation of such a marriage, the girls found themselves in a problematic situation. Having lost their virginity, the girls realised they could be disowned by their families, or worse. As a consequence, some of these girls became even more isolated, and ended up deeply involved in the jihadi network. Some of them ended up trying to travel to Syria/Iraq.
66 Programmes aimed at the prevention of radicalisation of women and girls could help obviate this vulnerability by including issues around (female) sexuality within Islam in their programming and by raising awareness among parents about this increased vulnerability to radicalisation.
A final point of practical relevance to take into consideration, is that women can have an increased risk of experiencing discrimination, due to their choice of attire (burqa or niqab). This can cause feelings of exclusion, which can spiral into an increased vulnerability to radicalisation.
67 Programmes aimed at the prevention of radicalisation could increase the resilience of women and girls to the rhetoric of violent extremists by 65 The Carter Center, "The women in Daesh", 5-6. 66 De Leede et al., "Radicalisation and Violent Extremism -Focus on Women," 62. 67 Pearson and Winterbotham, "Women, Gender and Daesh Radicalization, [64] [65] [66] addressing issues around identity and self-image, by raising awareness of the risks of radicalisation and by providing a safe space where sensitive topics can be discussed.
68
To summarize, in order to effectively prevent women from joining or supporting jihadi groups, preventative efforts should understand the complexity of the wide-ranging motivations of women to join or support jihad, recognise and respond to the genderspecific recruitment efforts and tactics of jihadi groups and address those issues that specifically expose women to an increased risk of radicalisation. ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 68 Seran De Leede et al., "Radicalisation and violent extremism -focus on women", 62.
